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This is my reply to Professor Noonan’s commentary on my paper:
Noonan credits me with the thesis that “unlike negotiations, deliberations are essentially public
and occur only between people who share a collective identity.” To be precise, what I contend
is that unlike negotiations, deliberations are essentially public and occur between people who,
through them, shape a collective identity.
Noonan’s first question is whether the intention of my article is descriptive or
normative. The word that best describes my article's orientation is "taxonomic.” My intention
is to identify the characteristic features of deliberation, which distinguish it from other
argumentative practices, such as negotiation. My point is that deliberative agents act for group
reasons, so that deliberation both presupposes and is a means to shaping collective identities.
Thus, what is at stake in public deliberation is what is good or bad for the deliberative group—
what are good or bad reasons for the group.
I agree with Noonan that “Political arguments cannot seem to escape from partisanship
power,” but since this happens because participants do not act as members of one social group,
but of several different groups, (macro)political argumentation is not the archetypal case of
deliberation. In other words, (macro)political argumentation involves some form of what I call
“plural agency,” though I also agree that “collective agency” is proper to deliberation. Probably
political argumentation is a much more complex practice, involving both negotiation and
deliberation, among other forms of dialogue.
Noonan's second incisive question contains a dilemma: either political deliberation is a
means to reach consensus among the very different groups and parties who fundamentally
disagree with one another and constitute the civic body, or deliberation is ultimately powerless
to resolve their disagreements. My contention is that deliberation only allows consensus to be
reached if it meets two criteria: a common good has been identified prior and the common good
requires participants to act collectively. However, what allows me to escape the horns of the
dilemma is that deliberation is a way to forge a collective identity.
This brings us to the final question: What is the role of “truth” in deliberation? My
general, philosophical position is that (the concept of) truth is overrated. Any deliberation
involves the need to choose between several actions with different consequences. Deliberation
itself appears when it is necessary to decide which of those consequences are more bearable
(and not when it is necessary to decide what those consequences are). And no amount of
evidence can settle this issue.
In practical reasoning, "true" and "false" are often used to recommend the identification
of agents with a more inclusive group. One can discuss the measures to be taken to ameliorate
global warming from the point of view of a plastic manufacturer, a Canadian, or a human being.
There is a tendency to judge that a Canadian plastic manufacturer behaves more rationally (or
truly) if they act and reason with respect to global warming as a Canadian than if they do so
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strictly from the position of a plastic manufacturer, and even more so if they act as a human
being.
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